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Filed for intro on  02/03/2003

SENATE JOINT RESOLUTION 40
By  Cohen

A RESOLUTION to honor the memory of former Memphis City
Council member and Chairman, Mrs. Gwen
Awsumb.

WHEREAS, The members of this General Assembly were greatly saddened to learn of

the passing of Mrs. Gwen Awsumb; and

WHEREAS, Mrs. Awsumb was an exemplary public servant and consummate

professional who worked assiduously to improve the quality of life for her fellow citizens in

numerous capacities; and

WHEREAS, Mrs. Awsumb was the first woman to be elected to the Memphis City

Council, and she held the highest office achieved by a woman in Memphis politics when she

was elected Chairman of the City Council in 1970; and

WHEREAS, Gwen Awsumb served the good people of Memphis with honor and

distinction, and she earned the respect of her constituents for the exemplary quality of her work

and her unswerving dedication to the greater good; and

WHEREAS, Mrs. Awsumb moved to Memphis from Marshall, Michigan, at the age of 15;

she graduated from St. Mary's Episcopal School and Rhodes College, then Southwestern

College at Memphis; and
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WHEREAS, When she won the 1956 GOP nomination to serve in the Tennessee House

of Representatives, she was following in the footsteps of her father, Carl A. Robinson, who was

a Michigan state legislator and the first Democrat to be elected in his predominantly Republican

county since the Civil War; and

WHEREAS, Selected to study methods of restructuring Memphis city government, Mrs.

Awsumb served on the charter committee that recommended the city's current mayor-council

form; she was then elected to the District 2 seat of the newly-created Memphis City Council in

1967 and was the only woman on the 13-member body; and

WHEREAS, Mrs. Awsumb had compiled an extensive and illustrious history throughout

a distinguished career in Memphis city politics that began in the 1950s, with the Civic Research

Committee, a voter-registration group; while working with the group, she would later recall, she

encountered many unregistered voters, as well as women who did not believe it proper for

women to vote; and

WHEREAS, She fought valiantly against the belief that women did not belong in politics;

later, during her tenure as Chairman of the City Council, she said, "If women are going to revolt,

let's revolt against apathy.  Let's revolt against the extremes that threaten to drown out the

sound voice of moderation.  Let's work for things that made us great in the first place."; and

WHEREAS, During her first historic term on the Memphis City Council, Mrs. Awsumb

was elected by her fellow council members to serve as Chairman in 1970; and

WHEREAS, Mrs. Awsumb was elected to an at-large seat on the Memphis City Council

in 1971; she served in that office until 1975, when Mayor Wyeth Chandler appointed her as the

first director of the city's Department of Housing and Community Development; and

WHEREAS, She retired from Memphis city government in 1981, though she would

eventually return to the arena in 1995 when she was appointed to the Shelby Farms Board; she

served the Board as Chairman for five years; and
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WHEREAS, Though many wondered if a woman could survive the tough and often

personal politics of the City of Memphis, Mrs. Awsumb stood proud and steadfast, and she

became icon for all women, especially those who aspired to politics and public service; and

WHEREAS, Mrs. Awsumb was so respected during her fourteen years of meritorious

service to Memphis that she was often mentioned as a potential candidate for mayor; though

she was both worthy and capable, she never ran for the office; and

WHEREAS, Her exemplary work in service of the people of Memphis did not go

unnoticed outside the city; she was appointed by President Richard Nixon and President Gerald

Ford to serve on the Council for Equal Education Opportunity; and

WHEREAS, Gwen Awsumb served a number of organizations with distinction: she was

Chairman of the Memphis and Shelby County Bi-Centennial Commission; Secretary of the

Program of Progress Committee; Board Member of the YWCA, the Episcopal Church Home,

Theatre Memphis, Les Passees and a member of the Tennessee Board of Regents; the

Memphis Book Club and the Mid-Day Study Club and Dilettantes; and

WHEREAS, Throughout her career, Mrs. Awsumb was honored many times, including

as the 1996 recipient of the Distinguished Alumnae Award from St. Mary's Episcopal School;

and

WHEREAS, Mrs. Awsumb was an active and devout member of the Calvary Episcopal

Church, which she served faithfully for many years; and

WHEREAS, Gwen Awsumb was also deeply devoted to her family, and she always

endeavored to remain true to family values of the highest order; and

WHEREAS, She enjoyed the loving companionship of her husband, George Wells

Awsumb, who preceded her in death; she is survived by her daughter, Cathy, and sons George

Wells and Carl David; five grandchildren; and two great-grandsons; and

WHEREAS, Gwen Awsumb leaves behind an indelible legacy of integrity and probity in

public life, compassion and loyalty in private life, and diligence and dedication in all her

endeavors as an elected official and public servant; and
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WHEREAS, It is fitting that this General Assembly should pause to remember the

bountiful life of this exceptional human being; now, therefore,

BE IT RESOLVED BY THE SENATE OF THE ONE HUNDRED THIRD GENERAL

ASSEMBLY OF THE STATE OF TENNESSEE, THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

CONCURRING, That we honor the memory of Mrs. Gwen Awsumb, reflecting fondly upon her

impeccable character as a community leader, elected official and role model for all women, and

her stalwart commitment to living the examined life with courage and conviction.

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That we express our sympathy and offer our

condolences to the family of Mrs. Awsumb.

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED, That an appropriate copy of this resolution be prepared

for presentation with this final clause omitted from such copy.


